Medicine and the media 1
In 1980 the Medico-Pharmaceutical Forum, which represents thirteen Royal ColIeges, Faculties and medical societies and the pharmaceutical industry, held an open symposium on 'Medicine and the media' (Cromie 1981) . To folIow up the many ideas aired at that symposium, the Forum set up a working party which has produced a provisional report. Before publishing that report, the Forum organized a free discussion at the Medical Society of London, attended by representatives of the Forum, their guests and the medical and lay press, under the Chairmanship of Dr Brian Cromie.
Dr Denis Burley introduced the subject and provocatively asked if medical coverage by the media was injurious to health. Medicines were treated differently from alI other goods and services so far as advertising, promotion and regulations were concerned, but not by the media, and many horrendous examples were quoted.
While recognizing that routine beneficial effects were not newsworthy in contrast to the occasional adverse effects, Dr Burley put forward three positive proposals: (a) Greater coordination and colIaboration between the ColIeges, medical and pharmaceutical societies and the pharmaceutical industry in handling public and media relationships. (b) Regular meetings of representatives of such bodies with the media. (c) The establishment of a focal point of communication such as a 'Media Office', which would offer a readily accessible and constantly available service for the media and which would carry out research into the impact of media coverage of medical topics.
Mr Frank Hodson, the Chairman of the Forum's working party and one of the principal discussants, said that the mystery and mystique of the medical profession and the pharmaceutical industry should be a thing of the past and indicated that relations with the media had improved over the past two years. Nevertheless, even alIowing for the 'freedom of the press', there was a lack of even a modest code of practice and the Press Council had no effective teeth. Adding to the many examples of misleading reporting, Mr Hodson reinforced the need for all medical and associated organizations interested in I Report of free discussion held by the Medico-Pharmaceutical Forum at the Medical Society of London, I December 1982 0141-0768/83/050430-02/$01.00/0 accurate and balanced media coverage to work together.
The second discussant, Dr Gavin Shaw (Convenor of the BBC Medical Advisory Group in Scotland), described the positive relationship that had been built up since 1975 with the BBC in Scotland, through the creation of a medical panel and with the support of the Scottish Health Education Group. He acknowledged that the electronic media were in business to get results by attracting viewers and therefore needed to serve up a 'tasty dish'. Nevertheless, there was concern not to distort important medical and pharmaceutical developments, and the regular contact (three times a year) between medical groups and the BBC in Scotland had been a great asset and of mutual benefit. Also the BBC appreciated that consultant advice was readily available even if that advice was sometimes ignored. Dr Shaw recommended that alI doctors should read Charles Fletcher's (1973) useful booklet before appearing on TV, and that a panel along the Scottish lines, with the backing of the Health Education Council, should be provided for the rest of the UK.
The final discussant was Mr Ronald Bedford (Science Editor, Daily Mirror) who recognized the fallibility of all men, including medical experts and the media, but admitted that the faults of the latter were better publicized and might have greater influence. Mr Bedford doubted the practicability of a 'Media Office', but felt that if some sort of panel of speakers from all the recognized medical and allied bodies was available and could build up a reputation for impartiality, it would slowly produce confidence and be used by the media. Moving to personal ideas, Mr Bedford felt that the pharmaceutical industry should give balanced views of their products to the public, but the Chairman reminded the meeting that the pharmaceutical industry was denied lay publicity by their Code.
In the discussion many valuable points were made. Dr Richard Smith (British Medical Journal) warned against the current practice of 'instant opinion', and Katherine Whitehorn reminded the participants that the various medical and pharmaceutical groups were not the only ones feeling paranoid about the media, and that it might be more useful to concentrate on achieving a 'right of reply'.
Further examples of unbalanced media cover-· age were given, including the hazard of asbestos,
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Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 76 May 1983 431 the antivivisection programmes, the brain death episode and the side effects of whooping cough vaccination. In many cases the text was not too biased but, as Dr Ian Munro (Lancet) pointed out, it was the headline which caused the maximum damage. Mr Bedford admitted that it was virtually impossible to control last-minute changes of headlines by subeditors. One participant considered that good behaviour was probably not consistent with a free press, but Dr Andrew Herxheimer (Drug and Therapeutics Bulletin) suggested that two prizes might be given each year, a bouquet for the best example of medical reporting and a wooden spoon for the worst!
In summing up the Chairman referred to a recent meeting in Salzburg on a similar subject, when a scientific expert had quoted, 'I fear what 1 do not understand'. The lay public feared medicine because the balance of risk to benefit was never adequately explained, and the medical fraternity feared the media and did not understand its diffuse organization. There was no likelihood of improvement without major effort. Nevertheless, recognition .of the need for improvement to prevent misrepresentation and to avoid repeated
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Data on lung cancer in radiation workers From Dr Irwin D J Bross. Director of Biostatistics and Ms Deborah L Driscoll Roswell Park Memorial Institute
Buffalo. NY 14263. USA Sir, The letter from Drs Rinsky and Landrigan (April Journal: p 324) presenting the position of a US agency (National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health: NIOSH) omits several key historical facts, The study was mandated by a Congressional subcommittee that had been hearing weeks of testimony on the cover-up of low-level radiation hazards by federal agencies. Not only did the Congress call for a study to confirm or deny the original Najarian report (Najarian & Colton 1978), but it set up an Oversight Committee to avoid a coverup-Dr Bross and other scientists who testified at the Congressional hearing were originally named to the Oversight Committee. Dr Bross was the only biostatistician.
Even before the first meeting of the Oversight Committee, NIOSH wrote a report which found crises demanded some positive action by all medical bodies, including the Conference of Presidents of the Royal Colleges, the Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain, The Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry and even the DHSS. The action most likely to produce benefit appeared to be a well publicized and constantly available panel of speakers, possibly based on the BMA regional and. central information service, and aiming at regular dialogue with the media. It was therefore agreed that the Forum should seek early contact with the Health Education Council and also draw up a report for consideration by the Conference of College Presidents. no hazards at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard (PNS). After Dr Bross pointed out the shortcomings of this study, the report was hastily withdrawn. The cohort follow-up study described in the letter from Rinsky & Landrigan was set up in its place.
D M BURLEY
Vice-Chairman
In mid-1980, NIOSH sent the Oversight Committee a first draft of its cohort study (Rinsky et al. 1980) which was heavily criticized by Dr Bross and other members. Nevertheless, without the knowledge of the Oversight Committee, NIOSH proceeded to publish a version of this report in The Lancet of 31 January 1981 which concluded that: 'Finally, in PNS radiation workers we found no positive dosage response relationship between ionizing radiation dose and mortality for any cause reported' (Rinsky et al. 1981) .
As came to light at a belated meeting of the Oversight Committee on 17 March 1981, this 'conclusion' had been reached before CDC/NIOSH had carried out a single statistical analysis of the dosage-response relationship for
